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(54) Electronically accessible answering machine 



(57) An electronically accessible answering ma- 
chine is disclosed. The answering machine includes a 
memory that stores a voice message from a caller. The 
answering machine also includes a control system that 
stores information associated with a user account, in- 
cluding a telephone number associated with a user ac- 



count provider. The control system dials the telephone 
number associated with the user account provider and 
transmits selected portions of the information associat- 
ed with the user account to the user account provider to 
obtain access to the user account. The control system 
accesses the memory and generates an electronic mail 
message including the voice message. 
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Description 

FIELD OF INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to tel- s 
ephone answering machines and more particularly to an 
electronically accessible answering machine. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

10 

[0002] A digital answering machine is used to answer 
a telephone and store voice messages in an internal 
memory. The use of an internal digital memory elimi- 
nates the need for the magnetic tape cassette that was 
commonly used in earlier answering machines. 1$ 
[0003] The answering machine may be accessible by 
the owner when he or she is away from home. The own- 
er may call his or her home telephone number, wait for 
the answering machine to answer the call, and then en- 
ter a DTMF access code. If the answering machine rec- 20 
ognizes the access code, it will allow the user to retrieve 
messages, delete messages, turn the machine on or off, 
and perform other control functions. 
[0004] The answering machine may include a "toll 
saver" feature, which allows the user to determine 25 
whether any messages have been left on the machine 
without completing a telephone call to the machine. This 
feature allows the user to save long distance charges, 
cellular air time charges or other charges for completing 
the telephone call. However, this feature does not ena- 30 
ble the user to listen to messages that have been left on 
the answering machine or perform other control func- 
tions without incurring telephone connection charges, 
because the answering machine must answer the tele- 
phone call in order for the user to perform these tunc- 35 
tions. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0005] Therefore a need has arisen for an answering 40 
machine that can provide access to voice messages 
and control functions without the completion of a tele- 
phone call to the answering machine. 
[0006] According to one aspect of the present inven- 
tion there is provided an electronically accessible an- 45 
swering machine, comprising a memory operable to 
store a voice mail from a caller; and a control system 
operable to store information associated with a user ac- 
count and operable to transmit selected portions of the 
information associated with the user account to a user so 
account provider to obtain access to the user account, 
and operable to access the memory and generate an 
electronic mail message including the voice message. 
[0007] According to a second aspect of the invention 
there is provided an answering machine comprising a ss 
telephone interface coupled to a first telephone line and 
operable to detect an incoming call on the first telephone 
line; a computer-telephone interface coupled to a sec- 
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ond telephone line; a memory operable to store digital 
data; a voice signal processing system operable to proc- 
ess a voice signal and generate voice signal data, and 
operable to store the voice signal data in the memory; 
and a control system in communication with the tele- 
phone line interface, the computer-telephone interface, 
the memory and the voice signal processing system, the 
control system being operable to receive a notification 
of the incoming call from the telephone line interface, 
and operable to cause the telephone line interface to 
create an off-hook condition on the first telephone line 
in response to the incoming call, and operable to retrieve 
an announcement from the memory, and operable to 
play the announcement on the first telephone line in re- 
sponse to the incoming call, and operable to cause the 
voice signal processing system to process a voice mes- 
sage during the incoming call and store the voice mes- 
sage in the memory, and operable to cause the compu- 
ter-telephone interface to access an electronic mail ac- 
count, and operable to generate an electronic mail mes- 
sage including the voice message stored in the memory 
at the electronic mail account. 
[0008] According to a third aspect of the invention 
there is provided a method for providing remote access 
to an answering machine, comprising: storing incoming 
voice message data by the answering machine in mem- 
ory; establishing a connection to a user account provider 
by the answering machine; transmitting user account in- 
formation to the user account provider to obtain access 
to a user account; and generating an electronic mes- 
sage including the incoming voice message data in the 
user account. 

[0009] Accordingly, an electronically accessible an- 
swering machine is disclosed. The answering machine 
includes a memory that stores a voice message from a 
caller. The answering machine also includes a control 
system that stores information associated with a user 
account, including a telephone number associated with 
a user account provider. The control system dials the 
telephone number associated with the user account pro- 
vider and transmits selected portions of the information 
associated with the user account to the user account 
provider to obtain access to the user account. The con- 
trot system accesses the memory and generates an 
electronic mail message including the voice message. 
[001 0] A technical advantage of the present invention 
is that voice messages may be retrieved from a remote 
location without placing a telephone call to the answer- 
ing machine. Another technical advantage is that com- 
mands may be sent to the answering machine from a 
remote location without placing a telephone call to the 
answering machine. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[0011] 

FIGURE 1 is a block diagram of a telephone net- 
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work including an electronically accessible answer- 
ing machine in accordance with the present inven- 
tion; and 

FIGURE 2 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of 
the electronically accessible answering machine. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0012] Referring to FIGURE 1, a telephone network 
10 including an answering machine 12 constructed in 
accordance with the present invention is shown. An- 
swering machine 12 allows a user to remotely access 
answering machine 12 and retrieve voice messages via 
e-mail, as will be described in detail below. Answering 
machine 12 also allows the user to send commands to 
answering machine 12 via e-mail, as will be described 
in detail below. 

[0013] Answering machine 12 includes a telephone 
line interface 14 connected to a telephone line 16. An- 
swering machine 12 also includes a computer-tele- 
phone interface 18, a voice signal digitization and com- 
pression system 20, a digital memory 22, a user inter- 
face system 24, and a control system 26 that controls 
the operation of answering machine 12. Control system 
26 may, for example, comprise software loaded and ex- 
ecuted on a microprocessor (not shown) within answer- 
ing machine 12. 

[001 4] Telephone line interface 1 4 is connected to tel- 
ephone line 16, which is in turn connected to a publicly 
switched telephone network (PSTN) 28. Telephone line 
16 may be, for example, a plain old telephone service 
(POTS) line or ISDN line representing the user's primary 
home telephone number Answering machine 12 also 
has a computer-telephone interface 18 connected to a 
second telephone line 17. Computer-telephone inter- 
face 1 8 may be, for example, a modem capable of send- 
ing digital information over a POTS line. Alternatively, 
telephone line 17 may be an ISDN line, with computer- 
telephone interface 18 providing the appropriate com- 
munications interface. It will also be understood from the 
following description that the user need not have a sec- 
ond telephone line 1 7 in his or her home. Instead, com- 
puter-telephone interface 18 could be directly connect- 
ed to the user's primary telephone line 16. 
[0015] Also connected to PSTN 28 are an Internet 
service provider (ISP) 30, with which the user has an 
electronic mail (e-mail) account 31 , and a personal com- 
puter 32 with which the user can access the Internet 
service provider 30. It will be understood that, while an 
Internet service provider 30 is utilized herein for illustra- 
tive purposes, Internet service provider 30 may alterna- 
tively be any account provider supplying access to an 
electronic mail account or other messaging system on 
a private or public computer network. 
[0016] Initially, the user may set parameters for the 
operation of answering machine 12. For example, the 
user may set the number of rings after which answering 
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machine 12 will answer an incoming call. The user may 
also input information such as the telephone number of 
the Internet service provider 30, the user's e-mail ac- 
count identification and password, and other information 

s which answering machine 1 2 will utilize in a manner de- 
scribed below. This information is input by means of a 
personal computer 34 connected to answering machine 
1 2. Personal computer 34 may be connected to answer- 
ing machine 34 through, for example, an RS-232 or in- 

10 frared port (not shown) in answering machine 12. Some 
of the information may be input by means of user inter- 
face system 24, which will be described more fully be- 
low. The information received from personal computer 
34 or user interface system 24 may be stored in digital 

f5 memory 22, or alternatively may be stored in an internal 
memory (not shown) in control system 26. 
[0017] User interface system 24 includes interface 
features common to answering machines, such as a 
speaker for playing messages and an internal micro- 

20 phone for recording outgoing messages and memos. 
User interface system 24 also includes message play- 
back control buttons such as "play," "stop," "store" and 
"delete." User interface system 24 may also include a 
"memo" button to allow a user to record a message as 

25 a reminder or for another member of the household. In 
addition, user interface system 24 includes a "connect" 
button, the purpose of which will be described more fully 
below. It will be understood that user interface system 
24 may also include well known control f eatu res not spe- 

30 cifically mentioned herein, such as buttons for setting 
an internal clock and so forth. 

[0018] When an incoming call is received on tele- 
phone line 16, the ringing current is detected by tele- 
phone line interface 14 and communicated to control 

35 system 26. Answering machine 12 then functions as a 
digital answering machine. After a certain number of 
rings (specified by the user as previously described), if 
the telephone call has not been answered, control sys- 
tem 26 causes telephone line interface 14 to go off- 

40 hook. Answering machine 12 thereby answers the call. 
Control system 26 accesses the announcement previ- 
ously stored by the user in digital memory 22 and plays 
the announcement to the caller. After the announcement 
is played, a tone indicates to the caller that a message 

45 may now be recorded on answering machine 12. The 
voice signals of the caller's message are digitized and 
compressed by voice signal digitization and compres- 
sion system 20. The compressed voice data is stored in 
digital memory 22 as a message. After the caller hangs 

so up, control system 26 causes telephone line interface 
14 to go on-hook, and answering machine 12 waits to 
receive another incoming call. 

[001 9] Control system 26 may store other information 
in digital memory 22 in association with the compressed 
55 voice data. For example, before answering machine 1 2 
answers the incoming call, Caller ID or other caller iden- 
tification information may be received by answering ma- 
chine 12. Control system 26 may store the caller iden- 
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tification information in digital memory 22. The caller 
identification information will typically be associated with 
a message in digital memory 22. However, at the user's 
option, control system 26 may store caller identification 
information from all incoming calls in digital memory 22, 
even if a caller hangs up without leaving a message. 
Other information may also be stored in digital memory 
22, such as the time and date of the call as determined 
by an internal clock (not shown) in control system 26. 
[0020] Answering machine 12 provides the user with 
access to stored voice messages and other information 
via electronic mail. To provide this access, answering 
machine 1 2 sends and receives electronic mail messag- 
es to and from the user. The process by which this is 
accomplished will now be described. 
[0021] Referring to FIGURE 2, a flowchart illustrating 
the operation of answering machine 1 2 is shown. At step 
50, answering machine 12 receives a stimulus to call 
the user's Internet service provider 30. This stimulus 
may be provided by any one of several sources. For ex- 
ample, when setting parameters for answering machine 
12, the user may select an option whereby answering 
machine 12 will call ISP 30 after a certain number (N) 
of messages are received. The stimulus is therefore pro- 
vided which answering machine 12 receives the Nth 
message. Alternatively, the user may select an option 
whereby answering machine 12 calls ISP 30 at a spec- 
ified time interval, in which case the stimulus is provided 
by the expiration of an internal timer (not shown) within 
control system 26. The user may also select an option 
whereby answering machine 12 calls ISP 30 after re- 
ceiving a call with a designated number of rings followed 
by a hang-up. Thus, the user may prompt answering 
machine 12 to call ISP 30 by calling his or her own tel- 
ephone number from a remote location, letting the tele- 
phone ring a designated number of times, for example 
twice, and hanging up. With this method, the user is able 
to prompt answering machine 12 to call ISP 30 at any 
time without incurring any long distance or other call 
connection charges. Finally, user interface system 24 
includes a "connect" button which, when pressed, caus- 
es answering machine 12 to call ISP 30. This also pro- 
vides on-demand connection to ISP 30, but requires that 
someone be present at answering machine 12 to press 
the "connect" button. 

[0022] When a stimulus to call the user's Internet 
service provider has been received at step 50, control 
system 26 causes computer-telephone interface 18 to 
go off-hook and dial the telephone number for ISP 30 
as previously input by the user during setup. Thus, at 
step 52, a connection to ISP 30 is established. At step 
54, control system 26 to transmits the user's electronic 
mail account information, such as a user name and 
password, to ISP 30, thereby gaining access to the us- 
er's e-mail account 31 . 

[0023] When access to e-mail account 31 has been 
obtained, control system 26 communicates with ISP 30 
through the use of commands complying with the pro- 



tocol accepted by ISP 30. For example, control system 
26 may use commands compliant with the well known 
POP-3 protocol to manipulate the user's e-mail account 
31. Alternatively, ISP 30 may use the newer IMAP pro- 

5 tocol. The protocol used by ISP 30 may be specified by 
the user during setup of answering machine 12. 
[0024] At step 56, control system 26 retrieves a list of 
new e-mail messages in the user's account 31 to deter- 
mine whether any commands have been sent to an- 

10 swering machine 12 via e-mail. For example, control 
system 26 may use the TOP command in the POP-3 
protocol to retrieve the headers of any e-mail messages 
without retrieving the messages themselves. 
[0025] At step 58, control system 26 examines the 

15 headers to determine whether any command messages 
are present. The format and content of command mes- 
sages will be described below. If command messages 
are present, control system 26 processes the command 
messages at step 60 in a manner to be described below. 

20 [0026] When control system 26 is finished processing 
command messages, or if no command messages were 
detected, then control system 26 proceeds to step 62. 
At this step, control system 26 determines whether there 
are any new voice messages stored in memory 22. If 

25 new voice messages are detected, then control system 
26 proceeds to step 64. 

[0027] The user may have selected, during setup of 
answering machine 12, the option to receive e-mail no- 
tification of calls received on telephone line 1 6 for which 

30 no voice message was left on answering machine 1 2. If 
the user has selected this option, then control system 
26 also determines at step 62 whether there is caller 
identification information or other call information stored 
in memory 22 associated with such u hang-up" calls. If 

35 any new voice messages or call information is stored in 
memory 22, then control system 26 proceeds to step 64. 
[0028] At step 64, control system 26 generates e-mail 
messages corresponding to the information stored in 
memory 22. Specifically, control system 26 generates 

40 an e-mail message for each voice message stored in 
memory 22. Each e-mail message has a header con- 
veying information about the voice message. For exam- 
ple, the header may include the date and time of the call, 
as well as the caller identification information, if any, that 

45 was received with the call. Attached to the e-mail mes- 
sage is a file containing a digital representation of the 
voice message left by the caller. The attached file may, 
for example, include a voice message in the well 
known .WAV format or some other audio format. To cre- 

50 ate the attached file, control system 26 translates the 
compressed voice data stored in memory 22 into anoth- 
er audio format. Alternatively, if the user has appropriate 
playback software at personal computer 32, then the at- 
tached file may contain compressed voice data taken 

55 directly from memory 22. This file is attached using, for 
example, standard MIME format. 
[0029] As previously stated, the user may have se- 
lected, during setup of answering machine 12, the op- 
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tion to receive e-mail notification of "hang-up" calls as 
well as voice messages. If so, then control system 26 
generates an e-mail message for each incoming call re- 
ceived on telephone line 16, regardless of whether a 
voice message was left on answering machine 12. The s 
e-mail message corresponding to a "hang-up" call in- 
cludes call information such as date, time and caller 
identification information in the header, with no attached 
voice message file. 

[0030] Any e-mail messages generated at step 64 are 10 
sent to the user's own e-mail account 31 at ISP 30. The 
messages are addressed using a standard protocol, 
such as SMTP. Thus, the user may retrieve the e-mail 
messages at the same e-mail account from which the 
messages were sent, as will be described more fully be- 1$ 
low. 

[0031 ] After sending the e-mail messages at step 64, 
or if control system 26 determined at step 62 that there 
were no new voice messages to generate e-mail mes- 
sages for, then control system 26 proceeds to step 66. 20 
At this step, control system 26 terminates the session 
with ISP 30 by logging off the user's e-mail account 31 . 
Control system 26 also causes computer-telephone in- 
terface 1 8 to go on-hook or otherwise terminate the tel- 
ephone connection with ISP 30. When another stimulus 25 
to call ISP 30 is received by answering machine 12, the 
above process is repeated. 

[0032] Returning to FIGURE 1 , the user may access 
his or her e-mail account 31 at ISP 30 at any time from 
personal computer 32 to check for new messages. Per- 30 
sonal computer 32 includes a computer-telephone in- 
terface 36, one or more speakers 38 and a microphone 
40. Personal computer 32 also includes e-mail software 
42 that provides an interface with the user's e-mail ac- 
count 31 at ISP 30. E-mail software 42 may be, for ex- 35 
ample, Microsoft Mail, cc:Mail or any other e-mail soft- 
ware. Playback software and hardware 44 is capable of 
playing audio messages over speakers 38, and may in- 
clude, for example, a SoundBlaster audio card. Record- 
ing software and hardware 46 is capable of digitizing 40 
and storing voice signals received from microphone 40. 
[0033] When the user logs on to his or her e-mail ac- 
count 31 at ISP 30, e-mail software 42 displays any new 
or old e-mail messages for the user. The user may de- 
termine, from the headers of new e-mail messages, 
whether any such messages contain voice messages 
from answering machine 1 2. The user may view the call 
information in the e-mail message header and play the 
voice message over speakers 38 via playback software 
and hardware 44. so 
[0034] The user may also generate e-mail messages 
containing commands to be executed by answering ma- 
chine 12. These command messages will be retrieved 
by answering machine 12 the next time it accesses the 
user's e-mail account 31. Each command message in- 55 
eludes a specially designated header indicating that the 
e-mail message contains a command. Thus, at step 58 
shown in FIGURE 2, answering machine 12 may easily 



determine whether any of the messages in the user's e- 
mail account 31 are command messages by examining 
the headers of the e-mail messages. The specially des- 
ignated command header may be any arbitrary charac- 
ter string that would not normally appear in an e-mail 
message header. The command itself, including any re- 
quired or optional arguments relating to the command, 
are contained in the body of the e-mail message. Each 
command message may include one or more com- 
mands to be executed sequentially by answering ma- 
chine 12. 

[0035] For example, one command that may be sent 
by e-mail to answering machine 12 is a "delete mes- 
sage" command. This command causes answering ma- 
chine 12 to delete specified voice messages from mem- 
ory 22. This command may be followed by a list or range 
of numbers indicating the voice messages to be deleted 
from memory 22. Thus, if the user receives an e-mail 
message containing a voice message designated as 
"Message 1" by answering machine 12, the user may 
generate an e-mail message having the designated 
command header and the command "delete message 
1 " in the body of the e-mail message. 
[0036] Another example of a command that may be 
sent by e-mail is a "change answering options" com- 
mand. This command may be used to change various 
options that were selected by the user during setup of 
answering machine 12, such as the number of rings af- 
ter which answering machine 12 will answer an incom- 
ing call. This command may also be used to turn an- 
swering machine 12 on or off. 

[0037] Another exemplary command is a "change se- 
curity code" command. Answering machine 12 may be 
programmed with a security code allowing the user to 
retrieve messages over the telephone in a traditional 
manner. To retrieve voice messages in this manner, the 
user dials his or her home telephone number, waits for 
answering machine 12 to answer the call, and enters a 
predetermined sequence of DTMF tones as a security 
code, at which point answering machine 12 allows the 
user to retrieve messages and execute other com- 
mands using DTMF signals. The "change security code" 
e-mail command allows the user to change the DTMF 
tone sequence used as a security code. This command 
may require the user to enter the previous security code 
before allowing the user to change the security code. 
Thus, the command format may be, for example, 
"change security code <old security code> <new secu- 
rity code> <new security code [verification]?-." 
[0038] Yet another command that may be sent by e- 
mail is a "store message" command. This command al- 
lows the user to store a recorded voice message file in 
memory 22 without calling answering machine 1 2. Thus 
the user records a voice message file using microphone 
30 and recording hardware and software 46 on personal 
computer 32. The user attaches the voice message file 
to an e-mail message with the designated command 
header and the "store message" command in the body 
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of the e-mail message. Upon receipt of this e-mail mes- 
sage, control system 26 stores the attached voice mes- 
sage file, with or without translation, as a new voice mes- 
sage in memory 22. 

[0039] Likewise, a "change announcement' message s 
may be used to change the outgoing announcement on 
answering machine 12. As with the "store message" 
command, the user records a voice message file at per- 
sonal computer 32 and attaches the file to an e-mail 
command message, this time with the "change an- io 
nouncement" command in the body of the e-mail mes- 
sage. Upon receipt of this e-mail message, control sys- 
tem 26 deletes the previous outgoing announcement 
from memory 22 and stores the attached voice message 
file as a new announcement in memory 22. *5 
[0040] E-mail command messages may also be used 
to cause answering machine 12 to place a telephone 
call and play a recorded message. For example, the 
command "dial telephone number>" may be used to 
cause answering machine 12 to go off-hook on tele- 20 
phone line 16 and dial the specified digit string, either 
immediately or after disconnecting from ISP 30. A "play 
message <message number>" command may then be 
used to cause answering machine 1 2 to play a specified 
message over telephone line 1 6, or alternatively over its 25 
own speaker. A "hang up" command may be used to 
cause answering machine to go on-hook on telephone 
line 16, thus ending the call originated with the "dial" 
command. The "dial" and "hang up" commands are pref- 
erably contained in the same e-mail message to ensure 30 
that answering machine 1 2 does not remain off-hook in- 
definitely. 

[0041] Yet another exemplary command is a "code 
execute" command. This command may be used to 
cause a microprocessor within answering machine 12 35 
to execute code included with the e-mail message. The 
code to be executed may be attached as a file using, for 
example, standard MIME format, and may be written in 
any language which the microprocessor is capable of 
interpreting. Thus, the attached code may, for example, 40 
be written in machine language, Java, FORTH, or any 
other computer language. 

[0042] Yet another exemplary command is a 
"firmware upgrade" command. This command may be 
used to upgrade firmware contained in, for example, a 45 
flash memory (not shown) within answering mach ine 1 2. 
The e-mail command message may include an attached 
binary file representing a new image for the flash mem- 
ory. Upon receipt of this e-mail message, control system 
26 erases the flash memory and writes the new image so 
into memory. This command provides an easy method 
for upgrading answering machine 12. 
[0043] The foregoing exemplary commands are not 
intended as an exhaustive list of possible commands. 
Other commands suitable for transmission by e-mail ss 
may be readily apparent to one skilled in the art. 
[0044] Returning to FIGURE 2, at step 60 control sys- 
tem 26 processes all e-mail command messages. Con- 



trol system 26 first inspects each command message to 
determine the sender of the message. Control system 
26 compares the sender to a stored list of bona fide 
senders specified by the user during setup of answering 
machine 12. Control system 26 is thereby able to verify 
that the message is a bona fide command message. 
Other authentication information may also be required 
in the e-mail message before the command will be ex- 
ecuted by answering machine 12. Upon the completion 
of this verification, control system 26 inspects the body 
of the e-mail message and any attached files, and exe- 
cutes any commands contained in the e-mail message. 
Control system 26 preferably deletes each e-mail com- 
mand message after executing the commands con- 
tained therein. 

[0045] In the foregoing description, a single e-mail ac- 
count 31 at ISP 30 was utilized to provide electronic ac- 
cess to answering machine 12. However, it will be ap- 
preciated that electronic administration of e-mail and 
voice messages may be simplified through the use of 
two or more e-mail accounts. Thus, in an alternative em- 
bodiment of the invention, e-mail account 31 comprises 
two separate accounts, one designated for e-mail com- 
mand messages and the other designated for voice 
messages. 

[0046] In this embodiment, when a stimulus to access 
ISP 30 is received at step 50 shown in FIGURE 2, an- 
swering machine 12 accesses the voice message ac- 
count in steps 52 through 56. When new e-mail mes- 
sages are generated at step 64, with or without voice 
message attachments, these messages are transmitted 
to the voice message account for later retrieval by the 
user. At steps 58 and 60, answering machine 1 2 access- 
es the command message account and processes any 
command messages contained therein as previously 
described. 

[0047] The user may then access the voice messages 
at the voice message account, and may generate com- 
mand messages at the command message account. In 
this embodiment, e-mail messages containing com- 
mands are kept separate from e-mail messages con- 
taining voice messages, thus simplifying the administra- 
tion of the respective e-mail accounts. 
[0048] It will be understood that, in the foregoing dis- 
cussion, the phrase "voice messages" as applied to 
messages left on answering machine 12 also includes 
any messages recorded using the "memo" button on an- 
swering machine 12. Thus, the "memo" button and the 
"store message" e-mail command allow a user to com- 
municate verbally with another member of the house- 
hold without completing a telephone call. Answering 
machine 12 can therefore be used as a toll-free voice 
mail system for a household. 

[0049] It will also be understood that, although tele- 
phone connections to ISP 30 have been used herein to 
illustrate the invention, personal computer 32 may be 
connected to the Internet via a permanent connection 
such as a cable modem, a local area network (LAN) con- 
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nection, or some other Internet connection means. Like- 
wise, answering machine 1 2 may have a cable modem, 
LAN, or other Internet connection in place of computer- 
telephone interface 18 and telephone line 17. Such In- 
ternet connections are well known to those skilled in the s 
art, and understood to be within the scope of the present 
invention. 

[0050] Having thus described the preferred embodi- 
ments, persons skilled in the art will recognize that 
changes may be made in form and detail without depart- 10 
ing from the spirit and scope of the invention. Thus the 
invention is limited only by the following claims. 

Claims is 

1. An electronically accessible answering machine, 
comprising: 

a memory operable to store a voice message 20 
from a caller; and 

a control system operable to store information 
associated with a user account, and operable 
to transmit selected portions of the information 
associated with the user account to a user ac- 25 
count provider to obtain access to the user ac- 
count, and operable to access the memory and 
generate an electronic mail message including 
the voice message. 

30 

2. The electronically accessible answering machine of 
claim 1, further comprising a telephone line inter- 
face coupled to a telephone line and operable to de- 
tect an incoming call on the telephone line, and op- 
erable to notify the control system of the incoming 35 
call, wherein the control system is further operable 

to cause the telephone line interface to go off-hook 
in response to the incoming call. 

3. The electronically accessible answering machine of 40 
claim 1 or 2, wherein the control system is further 
operable to access an announcement stored in the 
memory, and operable to transmit the announce- 
ment over the telephone line in response to the in- 
coming call. 45 

4. The electronically accessible answering machine of 
claim 1 , 2 or 3, wherein the control system is oper- 
able to maintain a timer expiring at a predetermined 
time interval, and operable to dial the telephone so 
number associated with the user account provider 

in response to the expiration of the timer. 

5. The electronically accessible answering machine of 
any one of the preceding claims, further comprising ss 
a user interface button, wherein the control system 

is operable to dial the telephone number associated 
with the user account provider in response to the 
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user interface button being pressed. 

6. The electronically accessible answering machine of 
any one of the preceding claims, wherein the control 
system is operable to store a user name and pass- 
word associated with the user account and a tele- 
phone number associated with the user account 
provider, and operable to dial the telephone number 
associated with the user account provider, and op- 
erable to transmit the user name and password to 
the user account provider to obtain access to the 
user account, telephone number associated with 
the user account provider, and operable to transmit 
the user name and password to the user account 
provider to obtain access to the user account. 

7. The electronically accessible answering machine of 
claim 6, further comprising a computer-telephone 
interface coupled to a telephone line and operable 
to provide an interface between the control system 
and the user account provider. 

8. The electronically accessible answering machine of 
claim 6, wherein the control system is operable to 
dial the telephone number associated with the user 
account provider in response to the incoming call. 

9. An answering machine comprising: 

a telephone line interface coupled to a first tel- 
ephone line and ope rable to detect an incoming 
call on the first telephone line; 
a computer-telephone interface coupled to a 
second telephone line; 
a memory operable to store digital data; 
a voice signal processing system operable to 
process a voice signal and generate voice sig- 
nal data, and operable to store the voice signal 
data in the memory; and 
a control system in communication with the tel- 
ephone line interface, the computer-telephone 
interface, the memory and the voice signal 
processing system, the control system being 
operable to receive a notification of the incom- 
ing call from the telephone line interface, and 
operable to cause the telephone line interface 
to create an off-hook condition on the first tele- 
phone line in response to the incoming call, and 
operable to retrieve an announcement from the 
memory, and operable to play the announce- 
ment on the first telephone line in response to 
the incoming call, and operable to cause the 
voice signal processing system to process a 
voice message during the incoming call and 
store the voice message in the memory, and 
operable to cause the computer-telephone in- 
terface to access an electronic mail account, 
and operable to generate an electronic mail 
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message including the voice message stored 
in the memory at the electronic mail account. 

10. A method for providing remote access to an an- 
swering machine, comprising: s 

storing incoming voice message data by the an- 
swering machine in a memory; 
establishing a connection to a user account 
provider by the answering machine; to 
transmitting user account information to the us- 
er account provider to obtain access to a user 
account; and 

generating an electronic message including the 
incoming voice message data in the user ac- is 
count. 

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the step of gener- 
ating the electronic message in the user account 
further comprises generating a message header as- 20 
sociated with the voice message data. 

12. The method of claim 10 or 11, wherein the step of 
storing incoming voice message data further com- 
prises: 25 

answering an incoming telephone call from a 
caller by the answering machine; and 
processing a voice signal from the caller by the 
answering machine to generate the incoming 30 
voice message data. 

1 3. The method of claim 1 0, 1 1 or 1 2, further comprising 
storing caller identification information associated 
with the incoming voice message data by the an- 35 
swering machine in the memory. 

1 4. The method of claim 10, 11, 1 2 or 1 3, further com- 
prising storing information associated with a time of 

the incoming telephone call by the answering ma- *o 
chine in the memory. 

15. The method of claim 13, wherein the step of gener- 
ating the electronic message in the user account 
further comprises generating a message header in- 45 
eluding the caller identification information. 

16. The method of claim 14, wherein the step of gener- 
ating the electronic message in the user account 
further comprises generating a message header in- so 
eluding the information associated with a time of the 
incoming telephone call. 
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